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Lowell Mason is known as “the father of singing among children” in the United States (Mark, 
1992, p. 117). As a music educator, this is quite an appropriate name and wonderful way to be 
revered as an essential member of the music community. Mason was definitely a man who 
earned all of the respect that came with that title.

Lowell Mason was born in 1792 in Medfield, Massachusetts to a wealthy family. His 
father was not only the town treasurer and prestigious member of the legislature, but he also 
sang in the church choir and played several instruments. Lowell’s grandfather had also been a 
singing school teacher. Clearly, Mason’s family had a strong New England traditional musical 
heritage and he naturally followed suit. He attended the singing school of Amos Albee and 
studied the organ, flute, clarinet and other instruments. By 1815, He was working as the 
organmaster and choirmaster of the Independent Presbyterian Church in Savannah. This 
position led him to many musical leadership positions in Savannah, and it was here that he 
compiled his first collection of sacred music. He adapted instrumental works by Handel, 
Mozart, Beethoven and other European composers into choral pieces with the lyrics to familiar 
hymns. 

This project, which was eventually published in 1822 as The Boston Handel and 
Haydn Society Collection of Church Music, launched Mason’s career, although Mason said he 
“did not wish to be known as a musical man, and I had not the least though of making music 
my profession.” In 1832, after working as a choirmaster with many different organizations, 
Mason contributed to the foundation of the Boston Academy of Music, which operated until 
1847. The Academy was by no means his largest contribution. He compiled over twenty 
collections of music, hoping to satisfy the demand for sophisticated hymns, school songs and 
anthems (Mark, 1992, p. 117-129).

Mason’s influence on American musical life was significant and profound. One of the 
most intriguing projects was his trip to Europe from December 1851 to April 1853. He 
travelled the British Isles and lectured on congregational music and the Pestalozzian method of 
teaching (Eskew & Pemberton, 2009). The Pestalozzian method refers to the ideals originally 
taught by Johann Heinrich Pestalozzi beginning in 1804. Some of these techniques include 
teaching sounds before signs or note names, leading the child by observation and listening, 
teaching the child one thing at a time—rhythm, melody and expression are all taught at different 
times, and analyzing and practicing the elements of sound in order to apply them to music 
(Mark, 1992, p. 116).

Mason’s trip to Europe is fully recorded in Musical Letters from Abroad: Including 
Detailed Accounts of the Birmingham, Norwich and Dusseldorf Musical Festivals of 1852, 
published in 1854. In this account, he recalls the numerous performances he attended, mostly in 
religious settings, shares his ideas of the people of the congregations in which he conducted 
and lectured and gives opinionated descriptions of all things musical that he encountered on his 
journey. 

As music educators, there is plenty to learn from Lowell Mason. The way in which he 
sheds light on the most commonly practiced musical pieces makes them seem almost brand 



new. For example, when describing a performance of Handel’s “Messiah,” he mentions that 
fathers tell their sons about the Messiah “with a kind of religious, national pride” (Mason, 
1854, p. 280). The idea of regarding music with as much emotion and detail as Mason did can 
only bring a more personal and meaningful feel to any performance or study of a piece. 

In Mason’s preface to the book, he explains that he compiled these letters for those who 
are interested in music. For those who believe in its value.  For those who are working towards 
bettering music education for the future. Mason beautifully states that his only hope is that 
these letters “add a little to the influence of those who, regarding music as an object worthy of 
human pursuit and cultivation, are exerting themselves for its improvement and universal 
diffusion.” (Mason, 1854, p. iv). Perhaps these letters may have the same effect on those who 
are working to even further improve music education today. The spirit of this endeavor is the 
most inspiring part: although we may disagree with his recommendations—to be willing to 
search, to find new ideas, to be open to change, and to work tirelessly to enhance educational 
practice is a model for the profession.
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